ON NUDITY 


This conversation between David Ian Griess and Esther Neff took place during the month of 
February, 2014. 

February 2 
2/2, 12:58pm 

DIG: 

Hi Esther, 

I am still "recovering" from the first meeting of INCIDENT. The conversation was a bit 
overwhelming to take in but it was great to talk and listen to a community of people who are 
invested in performance art. One thing that really stuck out me actually happened in our brief 
conversation after the meeting was over. I was talking about my reservations with creating a 
performance that did not involve nudity because a venue coordinator had questioned the 
amount of "adult content" that would be involved in an upcoming performance for an audience 
that was primarily made up of teenagers. Correct me if I am wrong but you flat out said to me 
that nudity was not essential to making a performance. I thought that was great and I am 
interested in exploring the need for nudity in performance. In my own practice, I have been 
thinking extensively about nudity (both sexual/non-sexual), costumes, props, and an exploration 
of feminism. Would you be interested in an informal interview/mutual exchange of ideas via this 
message thread? Maybe for publication or posting via the interwebs? 

2/2, 1:09pm 

EN: 

Hi David, sure! Yes, glad you and Elizabeth came, these meetings are performances in and of 
themselves for sure.. .a bit exhausting but interesting ok yes, ON NUDITY.. .well I wasn't sure if 
you were saying during that conversation that 1.) you feel that a (any) performance needs 
nudity, i.e. prescriptively, to be serious 2.) that you only make performances with nudity 3.) you 
were kidding and of course there are many performances that don't involve nudity. If 1 or 2 is 
the case, since at the time I think I took it as 3, why do you feel this way? if it is part of your own 
work in a very serious way, why, and what do you feel that it adds/why it is needed? There are 
so many angles into this issue that maybe we can start with your views, so that I understand 
them a bit better? I imagine our experiences with being naked in public have been fairly different 
too, because of cisgender bodies and etc... 



2/2, 2:25pm 

DIG: 

Totally., okay. Yes I like jokes but I was specifically trying to say that if I was doing a 
performance where I perceived nudity to be an essential aspect of the piece, I would not cater it 
to an audience solely on the assumption that they could be offended. If a venue asked me to be 
conscience of what I am showing because they cater to a demographic that would be sensitive 
to its reception, I would simply choose a different performance to do. This of course can become 
complicated. The venue in question relies on a greater local community to support it, it provides 
classes to teens and has never hosted performance in its space before. 

I perceive nudity as a sign power and a form of resistance. To place this into a larger social 
context, a recent video that surfaced of a protester in Kiev, naked and being ridiculed by police: 
http://voutu.be/z0zD3pQG-Tk 


© 


This video has been removed for violating ^ ube's policy on harassment and bullying. 


IMAGE: screenshot of youtube via above link, 2018 


The police are using the nakedness of the protester to humiliate and degrade him. I want to flip 
that dynamic and create a dialogue where nudity is a source of personal empowerment. I have 
fears and reservations about my own body image and I want to attempt to overcome them 
through performance. 

February 3 
2/3, 6:26pm 

EN: 

so it seems like there are several frames here. First, there are cultural taboos on nudity 
stemming from judeo-christian narratives which equate sexuality with filth, shame with 
consciousness, and so on (and beyond this basic understanding of normative western culture in 
more complex forms) that we are always navigating, as they continue to mediate “our” culture. 
Nudity as a form of resistance also negatively reinforces and is constructed by these same 
systemic conceptions, its radically is directly correlated with its positioning as such within 
dominant (existing) socio-cultural valuation schemas, including those which value cisnormativity, 




modesty/autoisolation of the flesh, whiteness, etc etc etc. This paradigm means that nakedness 
is only/categorically radical when it is perceived as 

disgusting/frightful/inappropriate/scandalous/whatever by those who hold those views, a la 
individual policemen (right, I think you connoted this paradigm in what you wrote too). Thus, in a 
performance art context, nakedness really ceases to be political in any particular way because 
most of "us" (such as you, me, our general Brooklyn milieu) may not share this socio-cultural 
taboos structure and our audiences, at least those at PPL or bizarre bar or grace space or 
wherever are rather expecting nakedness, they are (most generally) unsurprised and not 
particularly moved to any feeling other than perhaps slight arousal or interest, so our frames are 
split, in public, nakedness can be discussed as a political act, in private, in an autonomous art 
sphere, it would HAVE to be done in front of little children, or you would have to do something 
additionally revealing (I think this is why so many artists then put baseball bats up their assholes 
or I saw this guy in berlin peel back the skin from his testicles) to carry the same 
emotional/psychological weight for the audience or the same catharsis/personal empowerment 
for the artist... I think then when specifically framed as part of an art performance (not as a part 
of a public protest, demonstration, or daily act of insensibility as in, marching the streets topless 
as many women including myself have done as part of anti-rape rallies) nakedness becomes 
semiotic: when you are naked as a performance artist, your significance becomes “white male in 
his youth” or some such thing, often serving to objectify you (the artist) rather than liberate or 
empower (functionally, I know emotionally it sometimes feels quite empowering). So I guess I 
am more for nudity when it is in front of teenagers (metaphorically, I mean when it’s unexpected, 
or unwanted) than in performance art and probably would not consider my own nakedness in a 
performance more than an aesthetic/semiotic choice. If a venue asked me specifically not to be 
naked, actually I might be more tempted to perform naked, unfortunately. And also I think 
there’s nothing wrong with nakedness, and certainly not with teens or even children seeing 
humans without clothes on, what could possibly be harmful to them about it, I don’t know! (that’s 
why I thought it was funny... I mean Samuel Burhoe our intern is 18 years old and he was naked 
in a performance himself...) so I would probably continue my performance as planned., or yeah, 
just do something else...Something like self-harm, live sex, maybe a few other acts, I would 
maybe think about reconsidering for a younger audience. ..but there are many more issues 
conflating themselves with this discussion such as: 
what role does a curator have in deciding “decency”? 

IS there a meta-level of politicality to being naked in performance as art, which resists 
mainstream social gathering/continues to be valuable as a form of resistance and personal 
expression? 

What ARE the semiotic conditions/mediations of nakedness, and how does it vary from person 
to person (across gender distinctions, etc)? 

And probably more....? 




February 4 
2/4, 10:06am 

DIG: 

I had a conversation last night where Elizabeth and I talked about performer as victim, feminism 
and what that might mean in a larger social context outside of the performance piece. In the 
discussion we talked specifically about a female performer being naked in front of an audience 
for a piece to provoke or invite misogyny in-order to attempt to confront it. Even though her 
intention might have been to be perceived as dominant or as the aggressor it was concluded 
that there is still a perception of performer as victim. In this instance the audience members 
become the police (that I mentioned above) in a metaphorical sense. I would be interested to 
her your thoughts as well on this. 

So then the example of the police in Kiev that I gave becomes a contradiction because naked 
or not the protester still becomes a victim. 

Often when I see performance that contains at least two of the following - (blood, raw meat, 
mutilation/self harm and nakedness) I tend to come away feeling nothing but shock and a sick 
stomach. No matter how much a performer can seem in control it seems like a cry for help or 
attention. It does not seem fair to say that ALL performers are victims but in a sense maybe we 
all are and who cares??? I question this statement myself coming from a white/male/privileged 
background. 

So how do I make performances that provokes empowerment? 

how do I talk about social injustice without just becoming another victim? 

Maybe more importantly... how can the artist intentions meet the audience in a meaningful way? 

February 4 
2/4, 8:41pm 

DIG: 

I would remove victim from the above statement: "...it was concluded that there is still a 
perception of performer as victim." and perhaps use the word objectified in its place. I realize 
that the example of the female performer is a complete generalization and barely scratches the 
surface if that type of performance. 

2/4, 8:44pm 

DIG: 

...the performer does not have to be female either. 

2/12, 5:20pm 

EN: 

Hey, sorry it took me a little while to get back to this...the position of the performer as “victim;” it 
seems like this role is used frequently (and I quote generally artists with whom I have spoken) 
alongside the idea that a performer is “making the audience realize” something, or trying to 
“expose, indicate, represent, point out” or otherwise “raise consciousness of” a social issue. This 
only works if performance art itself is conceived as 1.) representational (i.e. the performer 
represents “a woman” or “citizen” or whatever) and 2.) the work is modally intended to 



REPRESENT another “more real” i.e. “in society” problem or existence of something. 

Personally, I am working against representation and would rather deal with the ‘actual’ situation, 
which may be heightened, but is NOT perceived (by the artist and hopefully not by individual 
audience members) as a version/smaller model of/example of/image of a “more real” reality or 
“real world” outside the performance. I guess this is a situationist or relational perspective. If the 
performer is naked, they are naked in that actual situation, not as a symbol of something else, 
therefore they are only a victim if that is how the situation pans out and the audience does some 
kind of violence to them. I’m not so keen on the idea of the audience “representing” the police 
either, or being asked to play any representational role other than “audience member to 
performance art” (i.e. for me there is no metaphorical sense). What do you think about 
representationalism as a whole? Are you interested in other ways of working with meaning 
outside of semiotics? 


Although of course I can’t answer these following questions with any authority (we research 
without conclusion... ) I would propose that situations engendering empowerment are done via 
the embodiment of that situation. Rather than negatively reinforcing existing paradigms via our 
re-alization of them, or barking at them from a safe vantage point, we can literally construct 
situations in which performers and audience members are embodying the change they wish to 
see. This perspective seems to lead towards participatory modes however, which may not be as 
cathartic for the performer shimself, or which often serve to simply put the performer in an 
authoritarian/totalitarian position. What do you think of participatory work (if generalities are to 
be made) and especially in regards to nudity? Can nakedness be a situational marker rather 
than a symbol? 

This question “how can the artist intentions meet the audience in a meaningful way?” is THE 
question, right? I guess in attempts to parse it, we can ask first what we mean by “meaningful,” 
is the intention really to “raise awareness” a la that first representational modality, of a specific 
artist-intended single, pre-conceived/totalitarian meaning, (which can only recognize “the 
audience” as a whole rather than as individual audience performers) or can meaning be 
dehierarchized/destabilized/disseminated (a la Ranciere) towards a realization of agency on all 
parts rather than on drawing attention towards negative situations outside the performance 
event? Can we perform meaning-making rather than performing pre-set meanings? 

Usually when representationalism is opposed, the counter-argument is politicality, or political 
relevance. I guess I do think it is an outright lie to insist that a performance, in a gallery (AS 
performance art) can actually deal with another performance event (historic/social/in-world but 
outside the gallery/space/situation) other than via representation; performance art is political 
because it is a public demonstration in and of itself (even in a gallery, where diverse 
perspectives and meaning-making processes converge) which researches and constructs 
ideated social configurations. It does not have a direct “political” (i.e. directly involved with the 
government or the public affairs of a country) relationship, but it relates directly and well with 



cognition, conceptions, meaning-making processes, evaluation schemas, public and social 
behaviors, and potentiality for agency in personal-political action by an individual. 

5:21pm 

EN: 

i.e. to summarize, i think yes, we are all victims already and our "larger social context" is as 
artists, followed by our social identities, privilege matrices, etc. 

Esther Neff is a performance artist, writer, organizer, visual artist, curator, etc. Esther is the 
founder and co-director of PPL. 


David Ian Griess is a member of the performance art collective F-DT (Future Death Toll). 

PPL and F-DT will be on touring the US for the month of March 2014. 

http://nothappenings. tumblr. com/ 




